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11.— On the Position of the Acrocephaline Genus Tatare, with 
Descriptions of two new Species of the Genus Acrocephalus. 
By H. B. Tristram, F.R.S. 


(Plates I. & II.) 


In many cabinets a drawer-near the bottom, generally deeper 
than most of the others, serves as a receptacle for various 
odds and ends which have not found a place elsewhere, or 
which, perhaps, from their shape and size, do not exactly fit 
in symmetrically with the contents of the upper drawers. To 
this Bluebeard’s closet are relegated all sorts of miscella- 
neous curiosities. The owner is not very fond of examining 
and sifting it. To do so gives a great deal of trouble, and, 
besides, if its contents are to be reduced, may involve the 
labour of rearranging some very pretty and undoubtedly 
homogeneous series. 

Such a deep drawer in the practice of many ornithologists is 
the family Timeliide. The Timeline group is, in fact, the 
waste-paper basket of the puzzled systematist in the Passerine 
birds. 

Our late dear friend Dr. Jerdon, on seeing a specimen 
which perplexed him, used to say, “ Oh! put it among the 
Timeliines ; some one will find a place for it there.” And 
certainly we do find a motley group relegated by one and 
another of our systematists to this elastic family. What is 
its definition ? I can only find (1) * Bill very similar to that of 
the Thrushes and Warblers ; (2) wings rounded and short, 
concave, so as to fit close to the body. (8) Birds generally of 
limited migration ” (Cat. Birds, iv. p.7,& vi. p. 1). Is this a 
sufficient diagnosis on which to found a family? I trow not. 
In the first place we may dismiss the last sentence, as we 
can scarcely form genera, still less families, on a vague and 
indefinite statement of life-habit that the bird is rather a 
stay-at-home traveller. The first we dismiss, as there is 
nothing very differentiating in a strong similarity to others. 
There remains therefore only the distinction of a rounded 
and short concave wing. Is this sufficient to mark off a 


Aerocephaline Genus Tatare. 39 


family, irrespective of other differences inter se? What 
causes a wing to become rounded sufficiently to constitute its 
possessor a Timeline? How far is the first primary to ex- 
tend beyond primary-coverts? How many decimal points 
is the second primary to fall short of the third? Is the third 
ever to be permitted to extend to an equality with the fourth ? 

Really these questions are not frivolous, but are very prac- 
tical; and they have come home to me in a very practical 
manner while endeavouring to arrange my collection in 
accordance with our latest authorities. Everywhere I come 
upon some unhappy outcast, unknown to his supposed rela- 
tives, and waiting, we must charitably hope, for a home in 
some future volume of a Timeline catalogue. If from long 
sedentary habits, from a dislike to reckless and aimless ad- 
venture, some lonely Sylviad or Thrush has remained happy 
and contented for countless sæcles on his lonely island rock, 
is he to be spurned and cast aside, unworthy of a place among 
Warblers or Thrushes, because disuse has somewhat shortened 
the feathers of his pinion, or induced a slight exaggeration in 
another rudimentary one? 

Take, for instance, Nesocichla eremita. Iere we have an 
island form, to all outward appearance a true spotted Thrush. 
It has not even an clongated bastard primary; it lays the 
eggs of a Blackbird; its third and fourth primaries are 
equal, and its second shorter than its sixth; it has the spotted 
plumage and every other Turdine character; but its excur- 
sions have been restricted to the narrow limits of its native 
Tristan d’Acunha, and therefore its wing has become weaker 
and rounder than that of its fellows. ‘It will be treated of 
in the Timelüidæ  (B. M. Cat. vi. p. 104). I cannot but 
demur to such a divorce, grounded on the accidents of its 
insular condition, from the family of the Turdide. 

But thereis a want of consistency in the methods by which 
the ranks of the Timeliidee are recruited. If Nesocichla 
eremita is remitted thither because, though with avery small 
bastard primary, it has a somewhat rounded wing, what shall 
we say to the treatment of Saricola arnotti, S. shelleyi, and 
their allies, which have not a rounded wing, but very 
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decidedly the contrary, but of which the first primary is 
unfortunately developed one eighth of an inch beyond that 
of other species retained among the Saxicolinæ? I have 
measured the first primary of S. arrotti and compared it with 
that of half a dozen other Saxicoline, and I find the line, the 
fatal line, is drawn at one and a quarter inch. Beyond that 
limit Saxicola passeth not. 

I next turn to my Redstarts, and find no place for a most 
interesting old friend, Ruticilla moussieri. It is omitted from 
the Ruticilline because its tail is short. Its nest and eggs, if 
not its habits, are certainly Ruticilline, rather than Pratinco- 
line. 1 turn to the genus Pratincola, which finds itself in 
unwonted company, in the centre of the Muscicapinæ; but 
there is no place there for my North-African friend. He is 
left out in the cold by all. 

© More fortunate is Irena. Having formerly been attached 
to the Dicruridæ, this genus, properly, no doubt, removed by 
Mr. Sharpe from that connexion, is now taken altogether 
from the neighbourhood of the Orioles, with which certainly 
it has some affinity, and appears in the Timeliine Miscellany. 

I happened to be admiring the other day a specimen of 
that most beautiful and anomalous bird, Urneynchramus 
pylzowi, with the beak, head, and upper plumage of Emberiza, 
and the tail and lower plumage of Urayus. But having a 
rounded wing, it was admitted neither into the society of 
Bunting nor Rose-Finch, but lay in a Timelime drawer! I 
shall be told that no system is perfect, and that it is very 
easy to criticise; and I grant it; but what I wish to do is to 
record my humbie protest against the siezing of one special 
character, not always homologous to the rest of the struc- 
ture, whether it be palatal bones, the wing-formula, the 
sternum, the tail-feathers, or aught clse, and the building 
of a system of classification upon it to the exclusion of 
many countervailing and modifying circumstaness on either 
side. 

I have heen led to these remarks by endeavouring to find 
a place for the little group of Pacific Warblers generally 
known as Tatare ; and in proposing to absorb them into the 
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genus Acrocephalus, I am happy to know that I have the 
sanction of my friend Mr. Seebohm, who has already ab- 
sorbed one of them, A. syrinæ, and who assures me that, had 
his attention been called to them, he should have also in- 
cluded the other species in his valuable fifth volume of the 
Brit. Mus. Catalogue. Iam also justificd in my proposal by 
the remarks of Dr. Hartlaub (Faun. Central-Pol. p. 70). 

The genus Tatare was formed by Lesson in 1830 for the 
reception of Turdus longirostris, Gm.,= Sitta caffra, Sparrm., 
= Sitta otatare, Less. Voy. Coquille, i. p. 666. To this 
various otker species have since been added. 

The group is a most interesting one, being one of the very 
few links (the others being the solitary Hirundo tahitica and 
the Aferule) between the avifauna of Occania and our own; 
and it has a much wider range cast and west than cither of 
the other links, extending from the Carolines in the cast to 
the Marquesas in the west. 

There is nothing whatever in Lesson’s diagnosis of his 
genus Tatare to separate it from Naumann’s and Mr. 
Seebohm’s definition of erocepnalus, under which genus 
I propose to class all the Sylviinæ of Oceania at present 
known, as :— 

1. Acrocephalus otatare. 

2. Acrocephalus mendane. 

3. Acrocephalus syrinx. 

4. Acrocephalus pistor. 

5. Acrocephalus marianne, and 

6. Acrocephalus æquinoctialis. 


1. ACROCEPHALUS OTATARE (Less.). 

Turdus longirostris, Gm. 

Sitta caffra, Sparrm. 

Sitia otatare, Less. Voy. Coq. i. p. G66, t. 23. f. 2 (1826). 

Tatare otaitensis, Less. Tr. d’Orn. p. 317 (1880). 

Tatarea longirostris, Reich. 1834. 

Tatare fuscus, Less. Rev. Zool. 1842, p. 210, juv. 

Though there can, I think, be no doubt that this is the 
species intended by Gmelin, whose description and measurc- 
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ments are most exact, excepting that he states the tail to be 
yellow, yet, I fear, when we unite the genus with Acroce- 
phalus, his name cannot stand, having long been appropriated 
to another species. Sparrman’s name must be rejected for 
its inaccuracy. Lesson's term is very appropriate, being the 
vernacular name of the bird in the Society Islands. Gmelin, 
after Latham, states it is found in Eimeo. Lesson’s bird was 
procured in Tahiti. Latham’s type in the Derby Museum, 
from Eimeo, and my own from Tahiti and Huaheina, are 
absolutely identical. But I can find no indisputable evidence 
of the occurrence of the species beyond the immediate neigh- 
bourhood of the Society-Islands group. It is indeed com- 
monly spoken of as generally distributed in Oceania. Peale 
speaks of it as a well-known inhabitant of the Sandwich 
Islands (where it has never been found), and states that he 
obtained specimens of this variable species in the Paumotu 
Islands, Tahiti, the Samoan Islands, Tongatabu, and sundry 
other places in the South Pacific Ocean ; and that it is the 
most widely spread of all the Polynesian land-birds. Mr. 
Whitmee never found it in the Samoas, and doubts its exis- 
tence there. Mr. Layard repeats the same of Tongatabu.. I 
have never secn a specimen except from the Society and Pau- 
motu Islands; and, so far as our present knowledge goes, L 
think we may restrict its habitat to these groups, specimens 
from the Marquesas belonging to the next species. Mr. A. 
Garrett, who has collected for me in several of the oceanic 
groups, reports that he considers it the rarest of all the Poly- 
nesian birds, aud that it is rapidly becoming extinct. Several 
writers speak of the great individual variation in Tatare; but 
until the localities have been clearly ascertained we may be 
free to question this. In all adult specimens from the Society 
Islands I have never seen any differences save in size. Herr v. 
Pelzeln (Ibis, 1873, p. 24) pleads earnestly fort wo Tahitian 
specics; but he does not difierentiate the sexes, nor does he 
notice the characters which distinguish the Marquesas bird. 
His larger specimen has the bill incurved and the outer tail- 
feathers white. 

The next species I formerly, through unpardonable care- 
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lessness, stated to be identical with the Tahiti bird. I can 
only plead in excuse that I worked by gaslight, and failed to 
notice the distinction in coloration. 

I propose now to describe it as 


2. ACROCEPHALUS MENDANÆ, Sp. nov. (Plate I.) 


A. & Acrocephalo otatare (Tatare longirostri) coloribus simil- 
limus, sed paullo minor, et rostro paullulum ineurvato. 
Non solum tectricibus ale inferioribus flavis, sed etiam 
remigum pogonii interni dimidio kete flavo, ita ut tota 
ala inferior sit flava, apice brunneo; rectricibus externis 
omnino flavis, secundæ et tertiæ scapo et pogonio interno 
flavis; rectricibus omnibus flavo terminatis. Long. tot. 
8, ale. 3'7, caudæ 3:6, rostri a rictu 1°15, tarsi 1°05. 

ọ mari similis et vix minor. 

Habitat. Ins. Marquesas. 

I have named this very distinct species in honour of Men- 
dana, the adventurous Spanish vovager and discoverer of the 
Marquesas Islands, its home. l i 

In coloration and character of plumage it — A. 
otatare, but may be at once distinguished by its much 
smaller size, by its bill being slightly incurved instead of 
perfectly straight as in its congener, by the whole under 
surface of the wings being ofa rich lemon-yellow, excepting for 
the lower third of the outer primaries, while the under wing 
of the other species is buffy white interiorly and dark brown 
towards the outside, only the axillaries being lemon-yellow. 
Lastly, it is distinguishable at a glance by the outer tail- 
feathers being pure yellow, and the next two pairs being 
yellow on their inner webs, while the whole tail is broadly 
tipped with lemon-yellow. In 4. ofatare the whole tail is 
brown, with an indistinct buffy white termination. 

There is also a remarkable difference in the young birds of 
the two species. Those of the Marquesas bird are coloured 
in every respect precisely like the adults (and I possess them 
in two stages), while, according to the specimens in the 
Bremen Museum, the young of the Socicty-Island species 
are of a uniform very dark brown, strangely unlike the colo- 
ration of the adult, and with no trace of yellow in their 
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plumage. In this stage the bird seems to be the Tatare 
fuscus of Lesson (Rev. Zool. 1842, p. 210). 


3. ACROCEPHALUS SYRINX (Kittl.). 

This species is decidedly the most normal of all the Occanic 
forms in its coloration, but with the long bill characteristic 
of the group. Its home is very far away from that of the 
two previous specics, being confined, so far as we know, to 
the eastern islands of the Caroline archipelago. It was first 
discovered at Ponapé, and has since been found at Nawodo, 
or Pleasant Island, by Dr. Finsch, as also in Ruk, and in the 
Mortlock group, in the islets of Lugunor and Uleei. Here, 
where there are no reeds, Kubary found it breeding gregari- 
ously in the Pandanus trees. In Ponapé it brecds exactly 
like the Reed-Warblers, in reeds over water. 


4, ACROCEPHALUS PISTOR, Sp. nov.. (Plate II.) 


Supra eS cinereus, gula ct pectore albis; late- 
ribus albidis : remigibus eo marginibus arctissime 
albidis ; secundariis in externo pogonio > albo marginatis : 
rectricibis brunncis albo terminatis, rectricis externæ in- 
terno pogonio albo arcte marginato ; ; alarum tectricibus 
inferioribus albis; rostro corneo, tarsis et pie fusco- 
nigris. Long. tot. 7°15, ale 3:25, caude 3°2, rostri a 


rictu 1:0, tarsi 1'1. 
o mari similis, sed gula et alarum tectricibus inferioribus 
cinereo-albis. Long. tot. 7°0, alæ 3°05, caudæ 2 2:9. 


Hab. Fanning Island, Pacific. 

This very striking species is in size very close to A. syrinx, 
but differs markedly from it in coloration, in the size and 
colour of the beak, and in the colour of the fect and tarsi. 

In its slaty-grey colour and peculiarly marked appearance 
it differs from all its congeners; but this marking, which 
gives it the dusty powdered appearance exactly like a baker’s 
coat, and from which I have named it pistor, is caused by a 
whitish fringe round cach of the slate-grey feathers, exactly 
as the marking of the backs of A. aquaticus and A. phragmitis 
is caused. The white edges of the remiges and upper wing- 
coverts are also very conspicuous. 

By its dark horn-coloured beak, which is at the same time 
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much more compressed and shorter than that of A. syrinx, and 
by its dark, almost black tarsi and feet, it is easily distinguish- 
able from that species. My. Arundel was fortunate enough 
to secure its nest and eggs. The nest is placed in the fork of 
a Pandanus tree, entwined round three of its stems, round 
which the long grasses and rootlets of which it is composed 
are looped, so that the stems are concealed in the fabric. 
Feathers and tufts of small herbage are worked in; but the 
interior lining of this very neat structure, which is 3 inches 
deep and 2% inches in diameter, is formed exclusively of very 
fine rootlets. The eggs, two in number, are pale green, with 
dark blotches and spots of three shades of brown and green, 
exactly like those of A. turdoides, 1 inch by 0°6 inch in dia- 
meter. Fanning Island is one of the most isolated atolls of 
the Pacific, lying in lat. 2° 40! N. and long. 159° 20! W. 
Mr. Arundel specially remarks that he did not find this 
Warbler on any ofthe neighbouring islands, while Dr. Streets 
noticed two distinct species, one a Flycatcher-like bird on 
Washington Island, and another, like it, but somewhat 
browner, on Christmas Island. This latter may very possibly 
be the Sylvia æquinoctialis of Latham (Ind, Orn. ii. p. 553). 


5. ACROCEPHALUS MARTANNE=Tatare luscinia, Quoy & 
Gaim., Voyage Astrolabe, Zool. vol. i. p. 202, pl. 5. f. 2. 


This species I have never seen; but it is impossible to 
doubt, looking at the description and the plate, that it is one 
of this group, very like A. ofatare in coloration, but at once 
distinguishable by its slightly curved bill, and especially by 
the locustelline markings of the tail, mentioned in the text 
and represented in the figure. Its tail appears also to be 
squarer and the wings shorter than in its congeners. I know 
that Dr. Hartlaub is inclined to group this species with Æ. 
oiatare; but noting these particulars, and the vast distance 
between Guam, in the Marianne group, where it was pro- 
cured, and the Society Islands, and that several distinct 
species occur in the intervening islands, I cannot hesitate to 
acknowledge the distinctness of Quoy and Gaimard’s bird. 

I fear that luscinia is preoccupied as a specific sylviad name, 
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and therefore am reluctantly compelled to suggest the name 
of A. marianne, from its habitat, for this species. 


G. ACROCEPHALUS ÆQUINOCTIALIS, Lath. 

Sylvia equinoctralis, Lath. Ind. Orn. ii. p. 553. 

Latham’s description is :— 

« S. fusco-testacea subtus alba, uropygio pallido, rectricibus 
fuscis obsoletis. 

Habitat in insula Christi natalis: magnitudine fere Fr. do- 
mestice : debili sed haud ingratä voce cantans.” 

Although I cannot further trace the type of Latham’s de- 
scription (for, alas! it has not come under the care of Herr 
v. Pelzeln at Vienna), yet the diagnosis is so clear, and so 
manifestly distinct from that of any known species, that we 
may safely assume that this was the bird noticed by Dr. Streets 
on Christmas Island. He speaks of it as smaller than the 
other species, and as brown, in both which remarks he cor- 
roborates Latham. 

There can be no doubt that further research will bring 
several additional species of this group to light. Those of 
Washington and Christmas Islands have already been alluded 
to; and it is scarcely probable that the Marshall, Gilbert, 
Phoenix, and Ellice groups should be without representatives 
of a genus found in smaller islets on either side of them. 


— 


II.— Notes on the Birds of Fanning Island, Pacific. 
By H. B. Tristram, F.R.S. 


I mave just received a small but most interesting collection 
of birds, made last year on Fanning Island by J. V. Arundel, 
Esq., who has most kindly placed them at my disposal. As 
this island does not appear to have been visited by any natu- 
ralist since its discovery in a.D. 1798, I think that a short cata- 
logue of its avifauna may not be without interest. 

In the ‘ American Naturalist’ for February 1877, Dr. T. H. 
Streets, U.S.N., gives a very careful account of the other 
islands of the group, but makes no mention of Fanning Island 
itself; nor does he in his paper, Bullet. U.S. Nat. Museum, 


